What is Proficiency-Based Grading?
Gateway believes that grades should communicate—as clearly as possible—what students know and can do.
We also seek to create a growth mindset environment that encourages students to take risks and embrace
mistakes as learning opportunities. Proficiency-based grading and the corresponding four-point scale are set up
to support these two values by breaking course content into clear learning goals, and assessing students on their
progress towards meeting those goals—rather than focusing on assignment completion over evidence of
learning. This allows for more meaningful student work and teacher feedback, and moves away from an
approach in which students can earn a required amount of points through “playing the game” rather than
meeting the established learning goals. Here’s a more detailed comparison of the two approaches:
Traditional Grading System/100 Point Scale
Emphasizes a percentage score encompassing and
essentially averaging all of the work throughout the
grading period.
In this model, a student who struggles with concepts
and skills when they’re first introduced may never
earn back enough points to give an accurate reflection
of what he or she knows later in the marking period.
On the other hand, a student may have earned enough
points early in the quarter to not give his or her best
effort on a final project and still receive a high mark
for the quarter.
Scores assessment using a 100-point scale.
But can a student, parent, or teacher decipher the
difference between an 83% and an 86% as a
meaningful reflection of what a student knows?

Academic habits and behavior are included in
measures of what students know and can do, often
obscuring students’ knowledge and skill.

Students struggling to earn the grade they want may
ask to do extra credit work to earn the points needed
to get the percentage for the desired final grade.
This extra work may or may not demonstrate that
the student has met the learning goals.

Proficiency-Based System/Four Point Scale
Emphasizes what a student knows and can do by the
end of the marking period.
In this model, a student who struggles with a skill
early in the quarter but has mastered the skill at the
end is rewarded. Earlier struggles with the skill don’t
punish the student if he or she learns it by the end. As
the grade is a continuous reflection of what the
student presently knows, the emphasis is always on
trying one’s best.

Scores assessments on a 4-point scale. With four
standard deviations between scores, compared to one
hundred, it is likely that more than one teacher could
measure the student’s understanding on a 4-point
scale (with a clearly defined performance rubric) and
come to the same result, as opposed to scoring the
same student on a 100-point scale.
Academic habits, behavior, and mindsets (at
Gateway, these are called Process of Learning) are
assessed independently of proficiency so that
students’ progress toward meeting the learning
objectives is clear.
Students may revise or retake certain assessments to
show mastery of a skill. The conversation shifts from
earning points to practicing a skill until students meet
the learning goal.

What is the four-point scale?
Educational researcher Robert Marzano developed the four point scale to more clearly assess what a student knows
and can do:

